Cleaner air may mean worse health. by unknown
ea
grams, sampling design and analysis, speci-
men collection and management, applica-
tion of specimen data to biomarkers and
risk assessment, and ethical considerations
such as confidentiality, rights of human
subjects, and regulation ofuses ofdata.
A major portion of the conference was
devoted to identifying and discussing the
potential benefits and uses ofa human tis-
sue specimen banking program. Tissue
specimens collected as part ofnational sur-
veys or particular epidemiologic studies
would allow scientists to measure amounts
of known chemical contaminants in hu-
man tissues and help identify new or previ-
ously unrecognized hazards, identify popu-
lation groups (e.g., by age, sex, or geo-
graphic location) that may be at increased
risk due to high body burdens, and con-
duct research in related areas such as deter-
mination of body burdens, distribution of
chemicals in various body tissues, and pro-




of Exposure Susceptibility ofEffect cD
Biomarkers
Improved Regulatory Decisions
A national human tissue specimen bank would
be a resource for future studies.
Perhaps the greatest potential benefit
of a national specimen bank, however,
may be as a resource for future environ-
mental and toxicological studies. Data
from future studies might be used to
establish trends in body burdens ofchem-
icals that result from changes in manufac-
ture, use, and disposal patterns, thus
enabling regulators to monitor programs
to control specific chemical hazards.
Future studies might also include mea-
surement of toxins not originally studied,
baseline measurements for chemicals not
currently considered toxic or not yet
invented, and measurements using new or
more sensitive analytic techniques yet to
be developed. These new techniques may
frequently involve the characterization of
biomarkers, which could be more predic-
tive ofdisease outcomes.
A working group of selected confer-
ence participants estimated that the cost
of properly conducting and maintaining
such a specimen bank would be between
$20 and $50 million a year. However,
they also estimated that the costs of not
having a bank would likely be far greater
because public health threats from chemi-
cal exposures would not be detected until
significant disease outcomes become evi-
dent.
EPA Elevation Slow
The proposal by the Clinton Administra-
tion and some Members of Congress to
elevate the Environmental Protection
Agency from a federal executive agency to
the departmental level is not moving as
quickly as anticipated. This proposal
would give EPA cabinet status and has
broad support in Congress, but consider-
able debate has arisen concerning how the
new Department of Environment would
carry out its responsibilities.
The Clinton Administration supports
bills introduced in the House and the
Senate that would elevate EPA to cabinet
level and abolish the White House Council
on Environmental Quality. Almost all of
the duties ofCEQwould be transferred to
the new department. These bills have gen-
erated concern in many federal agencies
and in some environmental groups about
transferring responsibility from CEQ for
final decisions on disputes related to
Environmental Impact Statements involv-
ing federal construction projects. The
White House restated its position and
agreed to continue to resolve such disputes.
Environmentalists voiced fears that ifCEQ
were abolished, they would be denied
access to the White House on critical
issues. The establishment and staffing ofa
new environmental office in the White
House has mollified some but not all of
this opposition.
The simplest proposal, known as a
"clean bill," would redefine the EPA in
existing legislation as a department. Such
a bill has been introduced and has the sup-
port of key Republicans in the House of
Representatives. This approach would
replace all references to EPA with the term
"department" in the laws that created the
EPA and describe its responsibilities. This
bill does not address the perceived need to
correct shortcomings in the existing struc-
ture and mode ofoperation ofEPA. Some
members of Congress who want to take
advantage of this opportunity to redress
these problems in the legislation that ele-
vates EPA. These members are drafting
such a bill, which will certainly be contro-
versial.
Representative John Dingell (D-Mich-
igan), chair of the House Committee on
Energy and Commerce, which has jurisdic-
tion over EPA, is reported as being op-
posed to the proposed elevation. He has
been a persistent critic ofEPA and has stat-
ed he does not believe that elevation to
cabinet status is warranted. Dingell has
been careful not to rule out passage of
some version ofan EPA elevation bill, but
his personal concerns cast further doubt on
hopes for rapid elevation ofthe agency.
A bill passed in the Senate on May 4,
introduced by John Glenn (D-Ohio),
reflects the desires of the Clinton Admin-
istration. The Senate approved the eleva-
tion ofEPA by a vote of79 to 15. The bill
does not change the basic structure or
function ofEPA. It does shift the duties of
CEQ to EPA and allows an expanded role
for protection ofthe global environment.
Agencies May Merge on
Environment
Congressmen Bob Walker (R-Pennsylva-
nia) and George Brown (D-California)
have introduced a bill in Congress that
would merge the Department of Energy,
the Environmental Protection Agency, and
the National Aeronautics and Space Ad-
ministration. In addition, the proposed
legislation would transfer the National
Institute ofStandards and Technology and
the National Oceanographic and Atmos-
pheric Administration from the Depart-
ment ofCommerce to the new agency.
Such a reorganization offederal energy,
environment, space research, and regulato-
ry programs would radically change the
structure of the federal Executive Branch
and the Committees of the Senate and
House of Representatives. A similar bill
was introduced in the last session of
Congress but was not enacted. The rein-
troduction is given little chance of ap-
proval and is sure to generate significant
opposition. Its sponsors are senior mem-
bers ofCongress and the ranking members
of the House Science, Space, and Tech-
nology Committee. Brown is highly
regarded as an expert on federal research
and development policy and has recently
made provocative presentations on the
subject ofreorganization at meetings ofsci-
entists.
Cleaner Air May Mean Worse
Health
The 1990 Clean Air Act requires reformu-
lation ofgasoline sold in areas ofthe coun-
try that do not meet the EPA's ambient air
standard for carbon monoxide. Last win-
ter some petroleum manufacturers, in an
attempt to comply with the act, added
15% methyl tertiary butyl ether (MTBE)
to gasoline sold in 39 nonattainment areas
cited by the law. Although preliminary
data showed a drop in carbon monoxide
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levels below levels for the previous year, the
news was not all good. Soon after the
introduction ofgasoline containing MTBE,
public health officials and the EPA in
Alaska, Montana, Colorado, and New
Jersey began receiving complaints of nau-
sea, headaches, and dizziness in workers
and commuters exposed to exhaust or gaso-
line fumes containing MTBE.
MTBE increases the oxygen content of
fuel, thereby reducing carbon monoxide
emissions. On March 11, EPA officials
reported data showing a 95% reduction
above the standard carbon monoxide levels
in 20 areas, implying that the oxygenation
program was effective in meeting EPA
goals. However, complaints of adverse
health effects prompted an investigation by
state health departments and the Centers
for Disease Control.
On March 10, William Roper, director
ofCDC, reported to Congress the findings
of investigations in Alaska by a team of
CDC scientists. Roper noted that CDC
found measurably higher levels of MTBE
in the blood of people exposed to gasoline
or vehicle exhaust containing MTBE.
Roper stated that MTBE is listed in the
Clean Air Act as an air toxic and was once
used by physicians to dissolve gall stones;
however, this use was discontinued, in part,
because of symptoms and side effects simi-
lar to those seen in the persons CDC stud-
ied in Alaska. According to Roper, the evi-
dence of health effects is sufficient to sug-
gest that MTBE may present a serious pub-
lic health threat. Industry officials, on the
other hand, support the safety and efficacy
ofMTBE and have stressed that no current
studies have clearly implicated MTBE as a
risk to human health. Meanwhile, EPA
and CDC have agreed to collaborate on
further research to characterize the risk of
MTBE.
NIH Renewal Has High Priority
The legal authority permitting the Nation-
al Institutes ofHealth to award research and
training grants and to conduct its intra-
mural research studies was given highest pri-
ority by Congress when it reconvened in
January. The first bill introduced in the
Senate and the fourth bill in the House pro-
vide for the reauthorization ofthe NIH pro-
grams. This year, the bills have not pro-
duced the same bitter controversy that cre-
ated an impasse preventing reauthorization
in the last session ofCongress.
Perhaps the most important factor con-
tributing to the new attitude toward the
NIH reauthorization is the change in
administration. The White House is no
longer opposed to the use of fetal tissue in
research conducted and supported by NIH.
Another compelling factor is that the bill
provides new authority and emphasis on
research into diseases and conditions affect-
ing women and minorities. Important
among these are requirements for increasing
the participation of women and minorities
in clinical research. The bill also emphasizes
research into hormonally related cancers
such as cancer of the breast, prostate, and
uterus.
Environmental health sciences research
is also prominent in the bill. Ifthe bill pass-
es as it is now written in the House, the
National Cancer Institute and NIEHS will
be required to study the incidence ofbreast
cancer on Long Island, New York. In addi-
tion, NIEHS will be specifically mandated
to increase research into the developing
alternatives to whole animals for use in
product testing, toxicologic research, and
biomedical science.
National Biological Survey
In an effort to coordinate his department's
scientific research priorities, Interior
Secretary Bruce Babbitt has proposed a new
scientific agency and has named Thomas
Lovejoy, a Smithsonian Institution official
and ardent conservationist, as his scientific
advisor.
The National Biological Survey would
coordinate the often competitive scientific
activities of agencies such as the Fish and
Wildlife Service and the Bureau of Land
Management. Babbitt's proposal models
the agency on the United States Geological
Survey, founded through a joint effort of
the Smithsonian Institution and the
National Academy of Sciences. A priority
ofthe agency would be to prepare a biolog-
ical survey using an ecosystem mapping ap-
proach, as opposed to the traditional single-




The Endangered Species Act, which is
administered largely by the Fish and
Wildlife Service, has come under attack
recently for failing to protect rare plant
and animal species. An article in the
March issue of the journal Conservation
Biology charged that some species are not
listed for protection until extinction is
imminent, and efforts at preservation and
restoration are difficult and expensive.
Babbitt has said that "The biological sur-
vey could be the best insurance policy
against environmental and economic train




The official named to advise Babbitt
on such matters is extremely well-versed in
conservation issues. Lovejoy, assistant sec-
retary for external affairs at the Smithson-
ian, is a former executive vice president of
the World Wildlife Fund and president of
the Society for Conservation of Biology.
He is also a member of numerous scientif-
ic and conservation boards including the
Environmental Defense Fund, World
Resources Institute, and Wildlife Pres-
ervation Trust.
Lovejoy's experience and philosophy
should complement Babbitt's own preser-
vation agenda for the department.
Babbitt, former president of the nonparti-
san, nonprofit League of Conservation
Voters, sees the mission of the Depart-
ment of the Interior as teaching society to
"live more lightly on the land." He has
already announced several proposals
designed to fulfill this goal. In addition to
introducing an ecosystem approach to the
Endangered Species Act, Babbitt also
advocates market pricing of water in the
West and market pricing for grazing cattle
on feea ad,a el sa n osbi
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